
Multiculturism

Culture, Universality & Political Legitimacy

Dr. Clea F. Rees Feminist Philosophy

We started the course by examining conceptions of sex, gender and race, the importance of sex
roles and the nature of oppression (e.g. 1993; 2000; 2000; 1983a,b; 1977; 1990; 2005). We
have further explored these issues over the last five weeks by considering various specific topics
of concern to feminists: ethical and political theory, abortion, marriage and motherhood.
We have seen that early twentieth century feminists were criticised for failing to take adequate
account of the differences between women and for treating the oppression of white, middle-
class, Western, heterosexual, able-bodied women as typical of the oppression suffered by all
women (hooks 2000, 1994, e.g.). This hegemony was challenged by feminists pointing out
that the situations, experiences and oppression of non-white, working class, non-Western or
lesbian/bisexual/transgendered women and women with disabilities were not captured by the
resulting theories. Feminists such as hooks have argued that feminists concerned to address
the oppression of women must actively resist all oppression.
We have also looked at feminist critiques of liberal egalitarianism and of the view of human
beings as isolated individuals, as well as feminist defences of those values (e.g. Friedman 2000;
Sherwin 1991; Little 1999; Whisnant 2004; Parsons 1979). These criticisms have led some
feminists to reject the values of liberalism and individual autonomy (e.g. Held 2006, 2004),
while others have defended these values but argued that they have been mis-applied to women’s
detriment in the work of male theorists (e.g. Okin 1989; Mill 2008; Dillon 2004), or that the
values must be re-conceptualised or integrated into more holistic conceptions of persons (e.g.
Baier 1987, 1995; Card 1990; Friedman 2003).
The early challenges to the predominantly white feminist movement from black feminists such
as hooks have a more recent variation. This challenge comes from the need to recognise the
variety of women’s experiences and situations globally. How should feminists respond to calls
for multiculturism, the preservation of indigenous groups and tolerance for the beliefs of other
religions and cultures?
On the one hand, one might think that feminists should be reluctant to encourage states to
trample on the traditions and practices of historically oppressed groups. One has only to
think of the suffering experienced by the native peoples of North America, Australia and New
Zealand, or the fate of indigenous inhabitants of rain forests to appreciate the disastrous effects
of centuries of oppression on both groups and their individual members. Insofar as feminists
should resist all oppression, then, we might expect feminists to be the first to oppose attempts
to impose further changes on the lives and governance of such groups.
On the other hand, feminists may face a dilemma. Although some historically oppressed groups
have treated their members in admirably egalitarian ways, others may have traditions which
are themselves oppressive. In particular, traditional practices may sometimes oppress women
by denying them equal rights to nutrition, health care, education, work or representation, for
example. How should feminists respond in such cases? Should they support the imposition
of changes in order to liberate female members of such groups? Or should they resist the
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enforcement of equal rights when doing so involves a historically oppressive state once again
imposing its will on a historically oppressed group?

1. Why does Nussbaum object to the description of her position as ‘essentialism’ (1999,
p. 34)?

2. Why does Nussbaum describe her list of the ‘human capabilities’ as providing “a concep-
tion of the human being” (1999, p. 39)?

3. Unlike conceptions of human well-being which appeal to the satisfaction of individual
preferences, Nussbaum claims that one advantage of the ‘human capabilities’ approach
is that it provides a conception of which is not hostage to ‘preference endogeneity’
(1999, p. 33). Is Nussbaum’s emphasis on ‘(combined) capabilities’ rather than actual
functioning consistent with this advantage?

4. Does Nussbaum’s position imply that a person who chooses to enter a monastery or
convent is choosing a life which is less worthy of human choice or, even, a less fully human
life (see e.g. 1999, p. 44)?

5. What is the significance of the first full paragraph on page 40 (Nussbaum 1999)?

Nussbaum considers four main objections to ‘universalism’.

6. Will the “new types of community” based on universal values inevitably result in increasing
globalisation and the erasure of diversity and difference (Nussbaum 1999, pp. 48–9)?

7. Would Nussbaum’s approach respect the choice of a Maori woman who wanted to continue
her traditional way of life? Is her response to the objection that universalism fails to
recognise the importance of autonomy satisfactory?

8. Is Nussbaum’s claim that “the conception of the human being, spelled out, as here, in a
roughly determinate way, seems much harder to withhold than others that have been
made the basis for ethics, such as ‘rational being’ or ‘person.’ ” a reasonable one (1999,
pp. 50–1)?

9. Could any position which endorsed a different conception of flourishing for men and
women successfully resist the objections Nussbaum raises in §7 (1999, pp. 51–3)?

10. How would Antony respond to the arguments adduced by Nussbaum in this chapter
(Antony 2000)? Who is right?

11. Compare Nussbaum’s remarks about ‘female genital mutilation’ (FGM) with the following
assessment by Greer:

Looked at in its full context the criminalization of FGM can be seen to be what African

nationalists since Jomo Kenyatta have been calling it, an attack on cultural identity. (Greer

1999, p. 95)

Supplementary information about Greer’s view is provided in figure 1.
Adjudicate this dispute.
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Excision

Greer claims the following (1999):

• Female genital mutilation (FGM) is condemned by, among others, the
World Health Organisation and UNICEF. Male genital mutilation is rarely
so condemned.

• In 1997,600 women had their clitorises removed with no anaesthetic or
antiseptics, when the women’s secret Bondo society entered a camp for
displaced persons. About 100 girls (between 8 and 15) suffered severe
complications.

• The American Academy of Paediatrics recommends clitorises exceeding
3/8 inch be removed before a girl child is 15 months old.

• In the US, 60- 70% male children have their foreskins removed.

• FGM has continued despite criminalization and campaigning. No attempts
have been made to introduce safer and more sanitary methods, while the
fact that the process is underground may magnify the dangers.

• Even if the procedure is done safely, FGM causes serious health hazards.
(There are different kinds of FGM and some are much more serious than
others.) It can also create problems during child birth. FGM is often
used to tighten the vagina. Astringent herbs are also used and increase
susceptibility to HIV and AIDS.

• Sudanese women (many of whom undergo FGM) were as horrified and
mystified by the Western practice of cutting and trimming breasts as our
society is by FGM. These women are very aware of their sexuality and
sensual needs.

• FGM may serve a role in some cultures similar to that served by piercing
and tattooing here. The woman is asserting control over her body. The
attitude of a horrified parent is like that of the ’first’ world towards the
use of FGM in ’third’ world countries.

Figure 1: Excision: Oppressive practice or cultural choice?
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